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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the effect of two social 
dialects, Black English (BE) and standard English (SE), and word 
frequency on performance in blending and word recognition. The 
subjects were 60 second-grade children from three ethnic groups: 20 
white SE speaking children, 20 black BE speaking children, and 20 
black SE speaking children. The subjects were froa elementary schools 
in the southwest area of Los Angeles and all were administered the 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test and were then instructed to put 
together the separate sound they heard on a test tape. The students 
then took a 48item test consisting of 12 words in SE form, 12 words 
in BE fora, and 24 non-words. An analysis of the results showed that 
there are two sequential and partially independent factors in sound 
blending. The first factor, blending, is an auditory-articulatory 
skill which is not significantly affected by word frequency, while 
the second factor, word recognition, is affected by word frequency. 
The relatively poor performance of BE speakers on sound blending 
seems to indicate that they may need additional instruction in 
mastering this auditory-articulatory skill when it is a component of 
a beginning reading program. (TS) 
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The combinaticn of isolated phonemes into approx- 
imation of wards is a standard task in "phonics based" 
readinn ‘:roqrams. Performances on this task, usually . : 
termed "sound olending" has been extensively investigated : | 
with speakers of standard English dialect (S8almuth, 19568; . 
Coleman, 1970; Desbera, 1969a: Takken, 1971). 

The present authors (Desberg, 19695; Marsh & Desberg, 
1973) believe that "sound blending" consists of two 
sequential processes: 1.) the first nroacess is an auditory 
articulatory skill involving oral production of the 
isolated nhonemes (Marsh & Sherman, 1971), and ‘their co- 
articulation in an appraximation of a word or npseudn— 
word; and, 2.) the second process is the matching of this 
production to words in semantic memory, which the authors 
term word recognition. The nrocesses are thought to be 
partiatly independent 1m that sound biending and word 
recoonition are affected by different variables, (falfee, 
1974). Sound blending is affected by articulatory factors 
such as phoneme type (Desbern, 1969) and phoneme sequence 


(Coleman, 1970) while word recognition is affected pri- 
marily by word frequency. 

Ability to blend letter souncs into word approximations - 
will give the beginning reader another heuristic device 
to identify unknown words in addition to other clues 


such as sentence context ete (Goodman, 1965). It may 


be the only heuristic available in certain situations (e.g., 


when dealing with words in isolation). 


The purnose of this study was to investigate the 
effect of two social dialects, Black English (BE) and 
Standard Enolish (SE), and word frequency on performance 


in blending and word recognition. Although reading ner- 


formance of black dialect speakers has teen extensively 
discussed (e.qg., Baratz & Shuy, 1969) the particular 
problems of non-standard dialect on performance in phonics: 
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u ar received little investigation. 
One excention is a study by Melmed (1970) which demon— 


strated that dialect sseekers nad considerable difficulty 


readino tasks has th 
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in auditary discrimination of isolated word pairs which 
were homachones in their dialect (e.g., pin-nen). The 

BE speakers. houaver, hsd little difficuity identifying 
these words in sentence context. 

The B8£ speaker might be expected to have similar 
difficulty if the blended shonemes do not closely approx- 
imate the isolated word as it is pronounced in his dialect. 
For example, if asked to blend the sounds (lw st) into 
the word last, the BE speaker may successfully do so, 
but fail to recognize the word beceuse it is pronounced 
(laes) in his dialect. The authors hyrothesized that 
social dialect would therefers primarily affect word 
recognition rather then sound blending. 

In acdition, it would be expected that BE speakers 
would surpass SE speukers in vord recognition performance 
with BE materials, while the opposite be the case with 
SE materials. Such an outcome was obtained by Baratz (1969) 
in a sentence repition task. 

Method 
Subjects: The Ss were sixty second-grade children from 
three ethnic groups. There wete 20 whita SE speaking 
children; 20 black BE speaking children and 20 black 
SE speaking children. The iatter groun was included to 
determine whather or not social dialect rather than 
ethnicity was the relevant variable. 

A child was classified as a BE speaker if he demon- 
strated less than 75% standard subject-verb agreement on 
the Dialect Differentiation Measure (Pfaff & Berdan; 1973). 
The subjects were obtained from elementary schools in the 
southwest araa of Los Angeles. The sex and mean age and 
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IQ of subjects in three qroups is shown in Table 1. 


Procedure 

Tne subincts vere individually administered the | 
Peabody Pictures Vocabulary Test (FPVT). The sub jects 
were then insiructed to nut togetner the senarate sounds 
they would hear on the test tape. They ware given a 
few practice items consisting of two compound words 
(cou-boy and base-hall); a polysyllabic word (ye¢l—jow) 
and = nne syllable word (c-at) to ensure that they under- 
stood the task. Six subjects who were unable to perform 
three out of four of these items correctly were eliminated 
from the study. The subjects vere then presented with 
a 48 item test, which consisted of 12 word items in SE 
form and 12 ward items in BE form and 24 non-words. The 
non-words were constructed by the substition uf a 
differant phoneme into the real word. If the phonemes 
were identified es a real word the subject vas requested 


to tell its meaning or to use it in a sentence as a 


further check on word recognition process. 


. 


Results 
The performance on the task was analyzed ina 3x 2 x 2 
analysis of variance whure the betuean sub ject factor 
was ethnicedinlect groun (white-SFE, Black-S=, and Slack— 


BE) and the within subject factors were item typas (BE. 


vs SE) and real vs non-real words. The analysis was done 


seoarately for performanre on sourd blending and word 


recognition components. The mean nerformanre on these 


two task comnonants is shown in Teble 3. 


The social dialect variable was significant in per- 
formance on the blending task (fF 6.36 df=2/57; pX01), 
but not on nerfnrmance on word recognition task (F>1). 


The real vord vs non-word factor was significant on 
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word reconnition tas’ (F=7.16 df=1/57 7™.91), but not 
on the sound blending tas’ (Fe2.28 df1/57; p>.01). The ; 
dialact unsctd tyne (SE vs Bf) factor was significant for 

blending task (F=104 df#=1/57, =*.11). In addition to 

the main effects, there vere several significant inter- 

actions in ttord recognition performance; they were between 
dialect croun and the real vs nonsense word factor (F=7.20 
df=1/57 .X.01), and dialect groun and dialect word type 

(F=9,90 df= 1/57 0f.01). A significant interaction was 

also found betueen the two subject factors real vs non- 

word and dialect tyne for both snund blending (F=18.55 

df=1/57 5491), and word recognition (F=159.0 df=1/57 

p“.01). Correlations were run between nerformance on 

sound blending and word recognition performance anc IQ 


scores on PPVT. There were no significant correlations. 


Discussion 

The results of the present exnerinent support the 
authors! hypsuthesis that there are tuo sequential and 
partially indecendent factars in "sound blending", 
The first factor is an auditory -— articulatory skill 
(blending) which is not significantly affected by word 
frequency, while the second factor of word recognition 
is affected by this factor. The present results sunport 
those obtained by Coleman (1970) who alsa found that 
blending was affected only by auditory — articulatory 
factors such as phoneme tyoe (e.g., stops vs continuants) 
and sequence (vowe)]—consonant vs consonant-vouwel) and 
nat by word frequancy. Desberg (1969a) who found a 
word frequency effect included a word recognition component 
in his task. Non-werd as well as real words can anpat= 
antly be used tn assess blending, as well as, OF value 


in teaching “his comvonent skill. 
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Contrary to the authors initial hynothesis dialect 
aroun did affect the sound blending mroacess. RE sneaking 
children «tare inferinr toe hoth Alack and Uhite SE sneakers 
on blendine both © and SF uords. All three ethnic 
grouns, however, rarfarmed batter on SE words than on 
SE words in both the sound blendina and word recagnitinun 
tasks. 

This indicates that the BE speaking children in 
this study are bi-dialectal in that their performance on 

e SE form of this blending and word recognition tasks, 
in a school, setting, was surerior to performance on a 
BE version of these tasks. The authors concluded that 
SE materials may be nreforable in assessing these skills 
even in BE sneaking children. 

The failure to find an effect of word recagnitian 
performance as ea function of dialect groups is due to the 
large intecaction between dialect group and the nerfor-— 


mance on the SE and BE versions of the task. As exnected, 


BE sneakers were sunerior to SE soseakers in the ideantif- 


ication of BE words, while the onposite was true for SE 


speakers and SE words. The fact that dialect does interact 


with the word recognition comnenent but not with sound 


blending conponent, even though oversl) performance for 


both SE and BE dialect grouns was surcrior on SE materials, 


indicates that social dialect is an imnortant variable 


in word recognition. 


The relatively noor performance of BE speakers on 


sound blending was unexpected, but it seems to indicate 


that BE sosakers may need additional instruction in 


mastering this auditory — articulatory skill when it is 


a comronent of a beginning reading oragram. The mean dif= 
ference between dialect groups, although statistically 


ty, was not large in absolute terms, so it 


annoaar that radically different 


readina instructigan are indicated for BE 


Hovever, tecchers should 


stracteqies of 
‘speckers. 


be sensitive to crossible phonetic 
differences between the taraet word in blend 
and that word as 


ing task 
it is realized in the child's 


social 
dielect. 


